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Sustainability has been a buzzword among restaurants for some time now, but what about 
bars? Turns out there are a growing number of outlets, in Hong Kong and elsewhere, that are 
committed to changing the world through eco-conscious practices such as zero waste and 
closed-loop production.  可持續發展的潮流近年已席捲世界各地餐廳，酒吧業卻看似不為所動？然而實情並
非如此，香港以至各大城市均有越來越多酒吧積極推動零廢棄和閉環式生產等環保措施，致力改變這世界。
By Tama Miyake Lung
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It’s a hot and humid summer evening when 
we arrive at Penicillin, a newly opened cocktail 
bar in the space formerly occupied by Buddha 
Lounge. The dimly lit basement, tucked under 
the escalator just off Hollywood Road, has 
everything we’d expect of the city’s hippest 
new nightlife destination: rustic wooden stools 
and tables, a sleek bar backed by row upon row 
of bottles, and bespoke neon wall lights casting 
a soft glow on the urban millennial crowd. That 
is, until we learn the stools and tables are made 
from trees that fell during Super Typhoon 
Mangkhut, the bottles are empty vessels held 
in place by laboratory clamps and the neon 
lights have been salvaged from old Hong Kong 
signboards. 
The brainchild of industry veterans Agung 
Prabowo and Roman Ghale, Penicillin is the 
city’s first sustainable bar that champions a 
closed-loop model of production. Everything 
from the decor to the drinks, food and even 
hand sanitiser in the toilet is designed to 
minimise waste, conserve natural resources, 
reduce carbon impact and support local 
producers. Much like the sustainable 
restaurants that have been gaining traction in 
recent years, sustainable bars look to be the 
next big thing for the F&B industry and, their 
founders hope, the future of our planet. 
我們光顧新開張的雞尾酒吧 P e n i c i l l i n那個夏日
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環 保 酒 吧
“We’ve done so many bars in the past,” says 
Prabowo, who with Ghale is best known for 
award-winning Hong Kong bar The Old Man. 
“So we thought, why don’t we create something 
that Hong Kong doesn’t have? We also realised 
with the pandemic that people’s lifestyles are 
changing – the way they drink, the way they eat. 
So why don’t we just [focus on] sustainability?”
Prabowo and Ghale, together with their 
wives Laura and Katy, took advantage of 
the economic downturn brought on by the 
Covid-19 pandemic to take over the Buddha 
Lounge space and reconfigure it for sustainable 
practices like self-brewing, fermenting and 
upcycling ingredients. Penicillin opened its 
doors in November 2020, right before Hong 
Kong was hit by the fourth wave. 
“Our main focus is the closed-loop cycle, 
meaning we use all the ingredients to the 
fullest,” Prabowo says. “We’re not saying we 
don’t create any waste but we are minimising 
the waste. We recycle and upcycle at the same 
time. That’s why we have four elements here 
in our bar – laboratory, main bar, kitchen and 
fermentation room. Whatever we think we 
can recycle, we send it to the kitchen or the 
fermentation room or the lab to make the next 
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When it comes to sourcing ingredients from 
outside, the Penicillin team is equally mindful of 
their place of origin and environmental impact. 
They work with local farmers, fishermen and 
distilleries, and buy gin, vodka and other spirits 
in bulk from closed-loop distributor EcoSpirits. 
The most challenging aspect of working with 
the closed-loop model, according to the 
founders, is maintaining discipline. 
“Every single person has to be dedicated 
to what we’re doing,” Prabowo says. “And 
sometimes when you’re in F&B, especially in a 
bar, you get tired and completely forget about 
what you’re doing.”
“When you’re making a drink, it’s quite difficult 
as well,” Prabowo’s wife Laura adds. “When we 
worked in other places, we could get whatever 
we wanted from anywhere. But now we have to 
work only with local sources. If we want to make 
a drink with seven layers of taste, we have to 
make it from very limited ingredients or from 
leftovers.”
Regardless of the challenges, the Penicillin 
founders are clearly passionate about what 
they call “Hong Kong heritage sustainability” 
and its potential to influence others in a 
positive way. “We would like what we’re doing 
here to be an example for others to see they 
can also do something,” Laura says. “If it’s only 
us, maybe it’s hard [to make a difference], but 
if we come together maybe we can help the 
world a little bit.”
That same philosophy drives others in equally 
busy urban centres like New York, where The 
Oberon Group has opened the first zero-
waste wine bar of its kind in the US. “It’s kind 
of unbelievable to most that you can run a 
zero-waste space in the middle of a hyper-
industrialised city, but once we have a chance 
to engage with customers and show a bit 
of what we’re doing, there’s a great deal of 
enthusiasm about our approach,” says deputy 
director Halley Chambers of Rhodora, which 
uses only products that can be recycled, 
upcycled or composted to ensure nothing is 
send to landfill. 
Chambers, whose other sustainable projects 
include Italian restaurant Rucola, natural wine 
bar June and catering service Purslane, is guided 
by an unwavering respect for humans and the 
environment. “Climate change is the most 
critical issue of our time, and one that has local 
and global consequences,” she says. “Fighting 
“We would like what we're doing here to be an example 
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This page: Penicillin founders Agung Prabowo, Laura Prabowo, Katy Ghale 
and Roman Ghale, with designer Betty Ng at centre
Opposite page, from top: Penicillin's design team Collective sourcing 
fallen trees with HK Timberbank,  the food at zero-waste wine bar Rhodora
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climate change is a chance for all of us to unite 
to save our most crucial resource – the planet.” 
In order to do so, every aspect of Rhodora has 
been designed to tread lightly on the Earth. All 
trash bins have been removed, no single-use 
plastics are allowed into the space, wines are 
sourced from small natural producers and shelf-
stable foods are offered in carefully portioned 
servings. Its food and beverage suppliers are 
even working to reduce packaging waste and 
create closed-loop delivery systems. 
While Chambers sees Rhodora as part of a 
global movement towards a green economy, 
other sustainable bar owners are focusing their 
attention and efforts on their local community. 
Cocktail bar and craft distillery Himkok, winner 
of The World’s 50 Best Bars inaugural Ketel 
One Sustainable Bar Award in 2018, was 
created to “embody Norwegian culture”. By 
using local ingredients to make its own beer, 
wine and spirits, the bar is able to support its 
neighbours while promoting sustainability at 
the same time.  
Likewise, in Malaysia, Bar Trigona at the Four 
Seasons Hotel Kuala Lumpur  – winner of Asia’s 
50 Best Bars Ketel One Sustainable Bar Award 
in 2019 and 2020 – is committed to using local 
ingredients and providing a platform for local 
farmers. “The foundation of Trigona is built on 
sustainability and helping the local community,” 
says head bartender Ashish Sharma. “Malaysia 
has so much to offer and that’s what we want 
to show to the world through our beverage 
programme.”
Take the bar’s signature drink: the Trigona Old 
Fashioned made with rye whiskey, cynar (an 
Italian bitter apéritif), cedar wood bitters and 
trigona honey, the latter of which is produced 
by the stingless honeybee from which the 
bar takes its name. Under the Save the Bees 
scheme, guests who order the drink can adopt 
a hive and receive six jars of trigona honey with 
all proceeds helping farmers to build more 
hives and improve their cultivation.
“The idea was to create an institution where 
you educate and create awareness about 
local indigenous ingredients and support the 
local farmers,” says Sharma, whose other 
sustainability efforts include the five Rs (Reuse, 
Recycle, Reduce, Refuse and Repurpose) 
and the Tree-Volution project that supports 
the transformation and renewal of Malaysian 
forests. 
While Bar Trigona is one of a small number of 
Malaysian bars and restaurants implementing 
sustainable practices, Sharma has seen 
interest growing slowly but steadily among 
customers and the industry at large. “Working in 
F&B, we are considered a front line in reducing 
food waste and educating people about the 
importance of sustainability,” he says. “It will 
take time, of course, but we will see the change 
sooner rather than later.”
It’s a sentiment shared by Ghale of Penicillin, 
which succeeded Bar Trigona as winner of 
Asia’s 50 Best Bars Ketel One Sustainable 
Bar Award in 2021. “We are what we are,” he 
says. “We are a few people who want to do 
something different, to contribute, to make the 
world move in the right direction. Maybe our 
efforts are really small but in the future they will 
create a big change.”  
“Working in F&B, we are 
considered a front line 
in reducing food waste 
and educating people 
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Clockwise from left: Ashish Sharma 
at Bar Trigona; the signature 
Trigona Old Fashioned with local 
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